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Abstract 
This article aims to investigate the degree of success of an English-speaking engineering course taught in China by 
comparing the students’ perceptions at the beginning and the end of the course. One of the main purposes of the course is to 
help the students prepare for the growing trend of globalization. The authors collected data from questionnaires and 
interviews, and analyzed the results in four aspects: reading, writing, listening and speaking. The teaching methodology and 
experiences results described in this article can be of useful references to other English-speaking courses in a non-native 
English-speaking country for quality improvement. 
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1. Introduction 
China, as in many other countries, e.g., Turkey, Malaysia, and Japan, has taken the decision to introduce 
English-speaking class in tertiary education in response to the global impact of English as the language of 
international communication, the language of business, technology, and science. (Kirkgoz, 2008). Shanghai is not 
only the largest city by population (Shanghai, 2012), but also is a major center of higher education in China with 
over 30 universities and colleges (Shanghai, 2012). Teaching English-Speaking Courses has been encouraged by 
Shanghai (China) municipal government since 2009.  
The aim of this study is to analyze the effectiveness of this English-speaking class by measuring the students’ 
perceptions and preferences. The contrast of the students’ perspectives was analyzed before and after the students 
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took the class. The methods and results can be referred to quality improvement of other English-speaking classes 
in non-native English-speaking countries. 
2. Background 
English is the compulsory subject in primary education system in China. Students are required to learn English 
as early as the 3rd or 4th grade in elementary school (Rao, 2002). However, these massive learning hours fall short 
of students’ proficient in English applications. Most college students in China still consider English as the 
language barrier in their academic pursuance, career establishment and social conversations. The majority of them 
will continue their English training and exercising in order to pass College English Tests (CET), which is also the 
one of the prerequisites of earning a bachelor degree. In spite of the enormous efforts and time invested, sitting in 
an English-speaking class and applying English in academic studies are still challenging for the most college 
students.  
A revolutionary improvement will take a long time due to the constraints of the educational and social systems 
and bureaucracy (Nunan, 2003). Comparing with the tremendous number of students in China, the limited 
education resources tend to trade educational inflexibility for relative social education fairness. This inflexibility 
is defined as lowering the English-learning cost by congesting more students in one classroom, standardizing 
English exam as the only way of measuring student’s English level and cutting the subsidy budget of exchanging 
and visiting programs. The backlash of this inflexibility unconsciously leads students to passively accepting 
knowledge and information and only caring for exam grades.  
3. Methodology 
In this case study, the course was taught by a non-native English-speaking instructor under the consultation of 
native English-speaking professors from the USA. The non-native English-speaking instructor was required to 
take TOEFL IBT (>100), had at least five-year teaching experience and more than two years of studying or 
working in an English-speaking country. These strict regulations make sure that the non-native English-speaking 
instructor is competent in conducting an English-speaking class. The questionnaires and interviews were taken 
among 273 college students who took this English-speaking class “Supply Chain Management in Transportation” 
during 2011, 2012 and 2013 academic years. They were all senior students and studying in the transportation 
major. And their ethnics were Chinese and they were all native Chinese- speaking.  
3.1. Questionnaires 
Each questionnaire, which contained one or two questions, was issued to students in the class. Respondents 
were asked to pick one choice out of five options, which were formulated as A) firmly agree, B) agree, C) 
disagree, D) firmly disagree, E) unsure. The instructor projected the questions on the white board in the class and 
addressed the questions for clear understanding. The respondents could deliver the results when the instructor 
checked the class attendance. So the whole process combined the questionnaires fulfillment with the students’ 
attendance checking. Comparing with the traditional paper-based survey, this method has the advantage to raise 
the students’ attentions of dealing with the questionnaires as serious as class attendance. This method could avoid 
students’ doodling random choice in the questionnaires.  
The maximum of two questions in each questionnaire was chosen to avoid students feeling overwhelming to 
answer the questions during the attendance checking process. On the other hand, most college students were able 
to remember the two English letters as result of questionnaire in the short-term memory without extra effort 
according to the general teaching experience (Carless, 1998).  
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3.2. Interviews 
The Interviews were conducted in English though the respondents occasionally used Chinese where they felt it 
necessary to convey a concept or a particular piece of information for which they could not think of the English 
equivalent (Hayes, 2009). The interviews were initiated by asking why respondents preferred the particular choice 
in the corresponding questionnaires. The interview addressed respondents’ concerns and weren’t constrained by 
the questionnaires. The instructor intended to be “more like a conversation between partners than between a 
researcher and subject” (Schutt, 1999). However, the interview had both advantages and disadvantages: 
advantages in that some of the respondents revealed a large amount of information and personal experience to let 
the instructor understand their situations; the disadvantage in that instructor-and-student relationship might have 
influenced what the respondents chose to reveal. (Hayes, 2009). The respondent in the interviews consisted of 
voluntary students and random selected students in the English-speaking class. 
3.3. Procedures of the case study 
The purpose of processing these data is to measure how this class influenced the students. This study was 
conducted through the following procedures. 
(1) Access the students’ confidence of their English skills in reading, listening, writing and speaking. 
(2) Weight the students’ choice in the difficulty scale according to the assessment. 
(3) Adjust teaching methods, instructional materials, homework difficulty and volume.  
(4) Raise the interviews with the students and dig the reasons of the students’ choices in the questionnaires.  
(5) Conduct the surveys as similar contents as the beginning of the semester. 
(6) Compare the two surveys results and analyze the potentials to improve teaching. 
(7) Conclude the experiences in teaching English-speaking course. 
4. Results 
Figure 1  exhibits how the students agree that reading English Materials, such as original (English) edition 
textbook, paper, discussion and e-resource, is necessary for them to achieve further academic and career 
successes. Figure 2 shows how the students agree that participating in the academic discussion in English, such as 
conference, paper presentation, seminar and group study, is necessary for them to achieve further academic and 
career successes. This academic discussion includes both of listening and speaking in English. Figure 3 expresses 
how the students agree that writing assignment in English, such as essay, paper, summery, question answering 




Fig. 1. the students’ perceptions of 
reading material in English 
Fig. 2. The students’ perceptions of 
participating in discussion in English
Fig. 3. the students’ perceptions of 
writing assignment in English 
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As seen in these three pie charts, the perception of participating in discussion in English is increased far more 
in consensus than any other two perceptions. However, the students didn’t change the perception of writing 
assignment in English very much after they finished this course. 
5. Discussion 
5.1. About reading 
Before this English-speaking course, there was only 64% of the students thought reading English Material was 
necessary for them to achieve academic and career successes. This number increased to 95% at the end of the 
semester. The students’ motivations of reading were obviously improved. 
The most reading tasks for students are conducted before and/or after class. Either overwhelming or 
insufficient reading tasks will push students away due to over optimism or over pessimism. In this class, 10 pages 
are the maximum capacity for most students to handle. Average time of looking up an unknown English word via 
electronic dictionary device will cost 12.5 seconds.  
 
10xTr     ]31[x  
15)3(30 xTr   ]64[x  
20)6(75 xTr   ]87[x  
25)8(90 xTr   ]109[x                                                                            (1) 
 
 So if a regular student wants to read and understand 10-page English reading material as a whole, he or she 
probably needs to budget to read same material twice with total 280 minutes (140 1.5 if the second reading 
costs half of the time). Spending about 4 hours on studying one course during a whole week is doable for most 
students. The instructor will recommend students to read 3 pages at a time before the class. The total time of 
reading will be reduced to around 150 minutes (10 10 1.5). In another words, more time can be spared to 
review the highlights mentioned in the class. The prerequisite of this empirical formula is detailed syllabus and 
agenda should be handed out to students at least one classes ahead so that students can prepare for the class by 
following the specific guide. 
5.2. About interaction 
Launching the interaction in English, such as conversation, between instructor and students in English-
speaking class is the efficient way to let students focus on the class. However, most Chinese students get used to 
passively receiving the information rather than voluntarily participating in the discussion in the class. The 
possible reason is that the traditional English-learning education system overvalues the exams, which consist of 
high proportional objective questions, such as multiply choice, true or false, blank filling and etc (Richard, 1996).  
Initializing oral communication in the class has the following methods. The first priority is to establish a free 
environment, in which everyone feels free to talk his/her opinions without being judged. The instructor plays the 
critical role to launch the ice-break conversation and transform students’ passive learning habit into active 
learning attitude. The instructor gives extra credits to the students who voluntarily answer the questions and 
encourage students to bring their questions and share their opinions in the class. At the same time, prohibiting 
unfriendly laughing and judging is set as the class rule. And this rule is conducted strictly with consequences, 
such as making apology, asking to leave, deducting the credits and etc.  
Since most students feel an obvious language barrier in English-speaking class, the questions that instructor 
expects students to respond orally can be divided into two categories. One category is about questions that have 
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particular background introduction. It’s better to project this kind of question on the whiteboard. Questions in the 
other category can be generated spontaneously during teaching.  
During this English-Speaking class, the students gradually got used to being involved in the class by speaking 
and listening in English. The students who voluntarily answered questions had increased from 9% at the first 
quarter of the semester to 61% at the third quarter of the semester according to the instructor’s class log. 
5.3. About writing 
Writing reports or papers is a critical part of the in-class projects. There are two factors that instructors should 
consider together when starting improving the students’ writing ability. One is tolerant environment. The other is 
feedback incentive. The tolerant environment makes the students feel comfortable to start writing in English, such 
as no time constraint, ignoring the grammar and tolerating improper word-building. At this phrase, the writing 
assignment should be kept in small sizes. 
The feedback incentives can come from instructors and peer students. At the beginning of this phrase, 
instructor would give the comments and help students find proper words and sentence structures to express the 
opinions. And the students can also form small group to correct the writing with each other under the instructor’s 
supervision. However, there was only 7% improvement after this English-speaking class. One of the reasons 
came from this class itself. The writing assignment frequency was relative lower than other homework forms. 
Reading through every paper in detail and giving the comments in depth would take quite a long time. Under 
most circumstances, the instructor would assign one 5-page report due midterm and one 10-page paper due the 
end of semester. A small-size class, which ranged from 15 to 25 students, would be recommended to let instructor 
distribute adequate attentions to helping students’ writing. 
6. Conclusion 
Reading, listening, speaking and writing are not independent abilities in the English-speaking course. The 
instructor pilots students focus on and get involved in the class by launching the conversations, such as students’ 
group discussion, answering the questions, conducting presentation and etc. Reading and writing are conducted in 
the previewing and reviewing processes. The students rated the listening as the most challenging among these 
four abilities in the class. Introducing English-speaking class in the program may encounter the reluctance from 
students. It derives from the students’ frustration of adapting in a foreign language environment. This initial 
reluctance should not become the excuse of the instructors giving up speaking English at the first place. Getting 
used to the English-speaking environment is a huge advantage for students to be active on the global stage. 
According to the statistics, 93% students will put their English skill on the resume and consider it important. 
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